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      Seventy-two hours before she killed an old friend for a few thousand dollars, Foxy Valdez passed a peaceful afternoon in her modest single-wide trailer. She remained lost in reverie until her smartphone rumbled on the dining room table. A number she couldn’t ignore flashed on the lock screen. She swallowed hard and answered. Her boss on the other end delivered the bad news. He was on his way over with her next assignment. A massive job that demanded the top mercenary from his PMC to pull off.

      Lucky her.

      She ended the call, closed her eyes, and breathed in deep. Relaxed. No loud reports of gunfire. No dodging bullets. Serenity. Accompanied only by Paco, her chocolate-brown pit bull, who slept at her feet under the dining room table.

      The type of day she longed for.

      A loud beep sounded from her smartwatch.

      In an instant, Foxy's eyes opened. She disassembled the Beretta APX lying on the table. Cleaned it. Assembled it. She shot a critical glance at her smartwatch. Foxy shattered her old record by over twenty seconds.

      Paco perked up at her feet.

      “What is it, boy?”

      He barked in response. Foxy’s focus switched to the window overtop the kitchen sink. An oversized pickup truck accelerated around the bend, leaving a trail of Arizona desert behind. Only one person in Foxy’s life drove to her home in a truck like that.

      Freaking Hector.

      She slammed home a mag into the Beretta, racked the slide, and verified the brass in the chamber. She considered killing Hector on her front porch. Blame it on Paco alerting her to a thief or an assassin here to collect a hell of a paycheck when the powers that be asked questions. Would they release her from her contract with Salvage Corps PMC? Grant her freedom?

      Not a chance.

      “It’s all right, Paco.”

      After the F350 stopped behind Foxy's Ford Ranger, she opened the screen door and let Paco run out. He dashed at full speed and hit Hector's burly chest with his front paws, right below the yellow lettering of Salvage Corps PMC on his navy polo. He had his trademark dark brown leather satchel slung over his shoulder, as usual. Hector bent down to rub Paco's head, and the beast slobbered all over his cheek with its tongue.

      In her white tank top and black workout shorts, Foxy stood at the door. Her toned physique showed off her countless hours at the gym. Frowning, she crossed her arms over her chest. She looked down at the tattoos covering her left forearm's warm olive skin elbow to wrist. Three butterflies stood out as the prominent feature on the half-sleeve. Reminders. Memories she wished would stop haunting her filled her mind. She’d managed to avoid them until now.

      Give it up to Hector to ruin a perfect day.

      “Gonna lick his gun too before he blows us away with it?”

      “Ah,” Hector said, straightening his posture. He wiped his baby-smooth cheek with a handkerchief. “Dogs know the good ones. They only attack the bad guys.”

      “In that case, we’d both be dead.”

      “Can I come inside?”

      Foxy opened the door for Paco, then glared into Hector’s eyes for a couple of seconds. Foxy motioned for Hector to enter when the only answer she had was a yes. She scanned the trailer park before she let the screen door go.

      At the dining room table, Hector got the paperwork ready for Foxy to sign.

      “Got any beer?”

      After shaking her head, she pulled back a chair. “I don’t drink anymore.”

      Her boss peered from his satchel and smirked. “How could I forget?”

      Foxy flipped through the dossier file and her jaw dropped when her eyes found the mug shot with the name next to it. Andre Tavarres, Salvage Corps PMC. Retired. Hector had good reason to demand only the best for this contract.

      “What am I killing Andre for?” she asked.

      Hector clicked his tongue. “Job pays more for alive. A lot more.”

      She leaned forward. “Why am I capturing or killing Andre?”

      “He’s been running his mouth about PMC business. Bylaws apply even during retirement.”

      “Punishable by death.”

      “Exactly.”

      She thumbed through the rest of the file. A ton of relevant information blacked out. No names, no clue what he revealed. She considered Andre to be a professional. A bit of a prick, but not a loose-lipped one with a death wish.

      “Questions?” Hector said.

      She finished combing through the file. Their eyes locked. There were several questions brewing inside her, but she didn’t voice her concerns. Given the number of Sharpies involved with this useless pile of paper, she doubted she’d get anywhere with them.

      “When do I leave?”

      Hector handed over a fake ID, along with a one-way airline ticket to Montana. She would be responsible for getting back home. On top of this, he slammed down a brick of strapped one-hundred-dollar bills.

      “Ten thousand dollars now. You’ll get the rest upon completion.”

      Hector stood, saw himself out, and Foxy took the money to her safe in the closet.
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      Heavy snow crunched like skulls under Foxy’s combat boots. A square window by the front door of Andre’s off-grid cabin glowed orange. She didn’t bother to pound the white stuff off her boots once she reached the cabin’s minuscule front porch. Her heart raced. The bitter night air long since numbed the exposed skin on Foxy’s face. She gripped the Beretta APX’s handle underneath her black coat, which hung loose in a leather shoulder holster. The security the weapon promised released a calming effect. Regardless of how terrible things got, it would all be over in a few minutes.

      Or seconds.

      On three.

      One…two…

      A deep breath. No turning back now.

      Three.

      The sole of her right combat boot crashed into the front door, busting it open. She stepped inside. Snow chased after her with a powerful gust of wind. The two male occupants, each with a full plate dinner in hand, jumped at the sound. She drew the APX, and their eyes broadened.

      An angel of death—no, the angel of death—arrived to collect their souls. 

      Glass shattered after the two men dropped their plates. Chunks of hot beef and vegetables bobbed off the splintered hardwood floor. Foxy held the Beretta APX in a high-ready position, ready to use it if they gave her a reason.

      Andre took a careful step towards the head of the table and sat down. The man's friend, a bald and muscular behemoth in tight workout clothes, stared her down. No trace of fear on his face. He was a hulking figure, and his 280 pounds didn't come from eating too many buckets of Kentucky Fried Chicken. He had a Glock in his waistline but reached for a shotgun above the wood stove. Foxy aimed for his head. He froze. She used her gun to guide him towards the table.

      “Sit. Now.”

      Hands high, he heeded her commands and sat to Andre’s left. Andre's gaze remained fixed ahead. His thick black curls were slick like he’d just showered. No emotion. A look from someone ready to accept his fate.

      “Weapons,” Foxy said with her tone raised by a couple of decibels.

      Muscles reached for the Glock and cast it to the end of the table. Seconds later a Kimber settled next to it. With her eyes on the two targets, she shifted the gun to her left hand and gripped the Glock with her right. She secured it in the shoulder holster under her coat, left the snap undone. She deposited the Kimber in the inside pocket of her coat.

      “Foxy Valdez,” Andre said. He overemphasized the rolling Rs like he did in the old days. “Ángel de la Muerte. I should have known they’d send you.”

      Her eyes flashed between the two men. “Should’ve stayed retired.”

      “As if there could ever be any. For killers like us.”

      Andre’s shoulder jerked, a slight movement a normal human wouldn’t have noticed. In her world, only a blind fool would’ve missed it. Throughout her career as a soldier of fortune, other mercenaries accused her of many things. Some real, most embellished. Blind and foolish never came across anyone’s list.

      “Keep those hands where I can see them.”

      Andre’s face remained emotionless. He’d lost weight from what she recalled. On his last day with Salvage Corps PMC, he’d been in the prime of his life at thirty-five and all limbs intact. Now, with all the former muscle mass gone, one could mistake him as suffering from parasites. He lacked his former confident demeanor. In the past, he didn't rely on bodyguards. He handled his problems himself.

      Like right now.

      With a sudden movement, he brought his hand out from under the table. He brandished a combat knife. Foxy fired. The round hit his center mass. He flung the blade. It hissed past Foxy's cheek, lodging in the wooden wall behind her. Andre fell backward in his chair and hit the ground hard.

      Muscles made his move.

      Foxy swept the gun left and fired. Her attacker’s right biceps vaporized. He kept moving like a deranged junkie so high that he felt nothing. He moved with a grace that his body didn't deserve. The man hit her left eye hard before she got a second shot off. Muscles spun around her, enveloped his colossal left biceps around her neck, and flexed.

      Oxygen supply cut off. Her black leather gloves prevented her from piercing her attacker’s flesh with her nails. She used her feet to push off the table, hoping to throw off his balance. No avail. He tightened his grip around her neck. Lightheadedness compelled her eyes shut. Her father’s words entered her mind.

      Someone else would quit. Not you.

      She forced her eyes open. Black spots dotted her vision. Before she lost consciousness, she reached for the gun under her jacket. The attacker’s useless right arm was powerless to block her.

      One last gasp.

      Consciousness fleeting like riches on judgment day.

      She clasped the Glock’s handle.

      Index finger over the trigger.

      She used every bit of her willpower. If not for her attacker compressing her larynx, she would have cried out. The Glock bucked under her coat. Muzzle flash singed her flesh. Muscles’s grip around her neck loosened as he pulled her to the ground with him. She rolled away.

      White vomit spouted from her mouth. On bended knee, she strained to catch her breath. Countless jackhammers pounded her head. She stood with unsteady legs as she gripped the APX. A single headshot ended Muscles’s suffering.

      Against the back wall, Andre's blood pooled on the floor beneath the wood stove's legs. Only a few precious moments remained. Foxy kept her gun trained on him as she knelt. They remained silent while Foxy tried to swallow the pain in her throat.

      “Why didn’t you kill me right away?” Andre asked. “Why go through all that?”

      She tried to talk, but the pain in her throat stopped her. Andre knew the answer, but he asked it anyway. A lifeless body doesn't experience pain. It didn’t have a limit before it couldn’t take anymore and talked.

      She swallowed hard and tried again. “Contract—the contract paid more for alive.”

      Andre laughed, his white teeth stained in crimson. “Hector misses me that much, huh?”

      Foxy massaged her aching throat.

      Andre tried to move but grunted in pain. He relaxed. “Tell Hector I’m sorry.”

      Foxy closed her eyes. The questions she kept to herself during the briefing resurfaced. What caused a disciplined grunt to defy a sacred bylaw? One that served such a swift death sentence, delivered by someone he fought and bled with. Someone he trusted. Went to war with. She aimed to uncover the truth. Get the names and intel redacted from the contract three days ago.

      When she opened her eyes, his lifeless ones stared upward at the ceiling.

      After a few minutes in the corner, Foxy fetched a small, circular device like a laser pointer from her pants pocket. Underneath the cap sat a beige stamp which contained all of Foxy’s information, her signature, and time-stamped the kill. The developers went to meticulous detail to render the stamps impossible to fake, pricking her finger for a blood sample even.  

      When she pressed the stamp on Andre's hand, it alerted a Stamp Collector of her position. He would verify the kill and credit the mercenary responsible. Payday arrived soon after. A near flawless solution to disputes among killers.

      Foxy turned her attention to Muscles on the other end. The same wide-eyed, lifeless look as Andre. Based on his physique and association with a former mercenary, his killing must have some value. Can’t win the lottery without purchasing a ticket.

      She stamped his right hand before she stumbled back out into the cold.
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      Wade’s overpriced cup of coffee splashed on the floor. Around his cramped apartment stood men in skull masks and body armor, each holding an assault rifle. He opened his mouth to speak, but no sound escaped. Two pairs of firm hands grasped him from behind and steered him toward his ancient couch.

      He scanned the apartment with both of his eyes. The sink remained full of dishes from the past few nights. Next to the side window, his gaming and streaming setup remained intact. Nobody touched his superhero dolls, either. Everything in order except for these masked assholes. They effectively concealed their presence. True professionals.

      He hyperventilated. A problem he avoided since his high school days of extreme anxiety. His Lexapro took care of that these days. Just not today. If only he could kill for a brown paper bag. One of the masked men approached. Without a doubt, the leader. Wade's eyes welled up with tears.

      Why? He never hurt anybody. His existence had one sole purpose. Existing. He didn’t live his life to the fullest. Like each day is the last. He planned a custom film festival after cashing in his vacation from his boring data entry job. Wade desired peace and solitude.

      The leader retrieved a mobile device. “State your name.”

      “What?” Wade asked. The trembles in his voice matched his lips.

      “Your name.”

      “W—Wade Francis.”

      “Occupation?”

      “Data Entry Clerk.”

      “Was this a satisfying career choice?”

      His eyes moistened. Nobody to blame except himself for this way of life he didn’t want. The life of a grown-up geek he and his friends used to make fun of, despite being adolescent geeks themselves. He stood out from his friends, though. Halo and Counterstrike consumed them. He aimed to earn the pride of his parents, his father in particular.

      At least that was the lie he allowed himself to believe.

      “Career?” Wade said. “That isn’t my career. It’s temporary.”

      “Eight years isn’t temporary.”

      Wade looked at his scuffed Chuck Taylor shoes.

      “It’s okay to admit that you’ve lost your way,” the masked man said.

      “I haven’t.”

      “Self-delusion won’t solve anything.”

      “What is this?”

      The leader shifted his focus back to his device. The men behind him remained upright. No movements or sounds. No audible breaths. Complete focus on only one thing. Him. Wade urged his mind to escape this nightmare.

      “No one would come looking if you went missing,” said the leader.

      “What?” Wade tried to struggle, but the grips on his shoulders kept him at bay.

      “If you killed yourself at the start of your vacation, how long until someone realized what happened?”

      Wade’s heart sped up into overdrive. How did he know about his vacation? Why care about a loser like him?

      “The hell is this?”

      “You could’ve become anyone you wanted to be.” The masked leader moved in closer, bowed to meet him eye to eye. “You chose this.”

      “What’s that got to do with you?”

      “We’re going to turn your life around. Give your life a new purpose.”

      “I’m fine with my life.”

      “Remember. Self-delusion isn’t a solution.”

      He eyed the masked men behind Wade.

      “No…”

      From behind, a soldier affixed a red ball gag into his mouth. Plastic flex cuffs bound his wrists. A needle punctured the side of his neck. Warm liquid seeped into his veins. His fruitless struggle reached its end.

      All the world faded to black.
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      Heavy footsteps echoed through the empty gymnasium above. Cowered in a deep sinkhole, Brendan Thor looked upward, his feet submerged in ankle-deep, ice-cold water. Despite the Walther PPK wedged at the small of his back, he didn’t reach for it. It wouldn’t do him any good, anyway.

      The intensity of the echoes above increased. Thor's heart tried to escape while he bounced on the balls of his feet, his arms glued to his chest. A beam of light shone down from above.

      “Sixty times twelve equals…” he said. He worked the problem out in his mind. “One hundred ninety-two.”

      The light stung his eyes.

      “Sorry about that,” the male voice above called.

      Thor rubbed the sting out. “It’s all right.”  

      A beige grocery bag swayed in Peter Forte’s outstretched hand.

      “Look out.”

      The plastic bag splashed into the muddy water next to Thor’s feet. No need to inspect the bag. Just like all the other drops, he had no doubt it contained cans of processed food.

      “Hope you’re not tired of Beanee Weenee,” Forte said.

      “Don’t be silly.”  

      “Listen, no bullshit, bad news.”

      “Sold out?”

      Forte’s tone changed, turned more professional. “Andre’s dead, man. Jared too.”

      Jesus Christ. They found the mountain cabin in Montana. He'd be located here in due time. The quiver from the cold escalated his panic. Beside him, the thick rope swayed. He reached for it.

      “No,” Forte said. “Don’t do that. We’re staying.”

      “I’m a sitting duck down here.”

      “It’s too hot to move now. Sit tight.”

      “Did Andre or Jared give them anything?”

      “They didn’t have any tech at the cabin, so hopefully not.”

      That answer didn’t do a damn thing to calm his nerves. These men collaborated with him for six months after receiving a tip from their anonymous leader about a world-altering story. Ever since he’d been on the run. Which solidified that assessment. No matter these men’s efforts to protect and keep him in the dark, their efforts failed, which resulted in his current predicament, battling hypothermia and being forced to eat cold canned food.

      Thor had different expectations when he agreed to help. He dreamed of a story that would make him a hero in the online space. If they assassinated him, he’d live on forever, a martyr for a cause greater than himself. The men who hired him alleged a hidden group was using brainwashing, implanting fake memories, and hypnosis. Terrorizing the world with a private army.

      He ran his YouTube channel around conspiracies like this for clicks. Deep down, he desired doing the right thing. He yearned to awaken the minds of his fellow countrymen but found it impossible to break into the publishing and journalist market. That’s when he found a niche market online by accident. One night, he browsed other videos, noting which channels scored the most views. After a spark of inspiration, he began working.

      When he started the channel, he wanted to gain a following to break into a legitimate publication. Six years later, he stayed on the grind. It fascinated him what people would allow themselves to believe. Spin it a little here, insert a little context there. Wild.

      This time, he stumbled upon a true conspiracy playing out behind the scenes. An evil cabal breaking into people’s minds, shaping them as they saw fit. All with a private army of mercenaries at their beck and call. They had suspicions that the faceless shadow group kidnapped lowlifes right off the street, whisking them away to experiment on them. Fascinating.

      Hard evidence supported some of their claims. Videos, hacked emails, and tapped phone calls. Now they needed the big-name players. Thor's platform went beyond regular news in spreading the message. He remained independent, free from corporate overlords who might have corrupted him otherwise.

      “I’ve got to run for a bit,” Forte said, breaking up Thor’s thoughts.  

      “Where?”

      “Not far. Got to call the old man. See what the next move is. Chill, dude.”

      Darkness reigned once more. Forte’s footfalls echoed through the gym. The echoes faded…faded…a door slammed shut. All on his own now. The muddy walls closed in.

      He took the bag and switched on his flashlight. Several cans of Beanee Weenee taunted him. Next to them, two cans of spaghetti rings. He would’ve never guessed his last meal could be the same stuff his mother put in front of him while watching TV as a child, though she had the decency to heat it for him.

      At least this sludge was easy on his back tooth where they implanted a tracer. They covered it with a gold crown, making it look like run-of-the-mill dental work that throbbed with each beat of his heart.

      He sat in a dry spot and removed a can of spaghetti rings.
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      Foxy walked through the front door of her uncle’s restaurant, El Mariachi’s, and breathed in the familiar mouthwatering smell. She acknowledged the cute hostess on her way in. The young woman winked back. Three-fourths of the restaurant stood empty during what used to be the lunch rush. This place had seen better days. When she worked in the kitchen, they never had a dull moment. Dust collected on the tables and chairs now. Cobwebs too, if she investigated hard enough.

      Time had a way of changing things. Like with her uncle’s restaurant. All the tables needed repair or replacement all together. Same with the torn leather booths and chairs. The tile flooring showed its age as well. Cracks and stains and discolored cement were everywhere. A spotlight highlighted a sad mariachi manikin holding an old guitar. His head hung low; the legs would’ve wobbled as well if they moved. A furious British celebrity chef would feel right at home here.

      In the far-left corner, before the doorless kitchen walkway, sat the booth where she spent her childhood. Piles of books and homework long gone. Despite the years, her carved initials proved this place needed demolished.

      On her way into the kitchen, she dodged a waiter who balanced four plates on his arms and hands. An instant in the kitchen and already sweat covered her brow and traveled down her neck. Meat, peppers, and vegetables sizzled on the white-hot grills, which nullified the air conditioning. She cut a sharp left and entered the staff restroom and locked the door.

      After she relieved herself, she washed her hands and noticed dried blood on her left forearm, on the half sleeve of tattoos from elbow to wrist. The blood crusted over one of the three butterflies.

      Her heart rate increased. She lathered with conviction and scratched away the flakes of blood. When the warm water washed them away, she wished the ink would run along with the water down the drain. Why didn’t she listen to the better half of her psyche that begged her to change her mind at the tattoo parlor? Over the years, she stared at it less frequently but still thought about them. Allowed herself to miss them. These days, the artwork only sank her further into depression. After a few deep breaths, she collected herself, at least enough to accomplish her task here.

      Back in the kitchen, Uncle Francisco met her outside his office door. A depleted cigarette fitted between his right index and middle finger.

      “Hola,” he said with a grin.

      Foxy nodded.

      At the last cooking station, a pot of puerco pibil enticed her. She gripped a hot slice of shredded pork off the top and held it in her cheek, savoring it. Delicious as ever. Back when she was little, her uncle cooked this dish especially for her when he’d visit from America. She loved when her mother announced her uncle would come home to Mexico for a visit. He used the same recipe today. She loved his stories as well, about this great place called America, and his promises of getting them across so they could join him.

      Not today, Foxy.

      “¿Quieres un plato?” Francisco said.

      Foxy sucked her fingers clean. “No, I won’t be long.”

      Francisco left his staff after yelling at them in Spanish and shutting the door. The staff here had grown accustomed to Francisco’s mysterious niece, always decked out in midnight black, and her frequent visits. If anyone thought it strange, this sturdy athletic woman showed up with cash on a regular basis, they didn’t express it.

      Her uncle took a seat at his desk, littered with bills and shut-off notices, stretched out his back, and wiped his brow with a handkerchief. He reached underneath and put in the combination to the safe. Foxy stood before the desk, her eyes glued to the back wall. A picture of her father and uncle smiling together in front of a grill, hung with pride. A swell metastasized in her throat. Most of the times she visited her uncle, she kept her eyes away from that wall, but the blood on the tattoo reminded her of her family. She couldn’t keep her eyes from it. The picture had a magnetic effect on them.

      “I miss him, too.”

      Foxy bit her tongue. Same routine as always. She blamed her uncle for her family’s demise and her uncle would fight back, telling her he did it to give her family a chance at what he perceived to be a better life.

      Better to get this over with before emotions escalated.

      She cleared her throat and pried her eyes away from the picture. They zeroed in on the table and the stack of bills.

      “How much do you need?” she asked.

      Francisco folded his arms across his chest. His gaze fixed on the wall, unable to meet his niece's eyes. Shame was written all over his face. Being proud, he never sought charity. Especially from his younger sobrina. As much as times changed, her uncle remained the same as he was when she grew up in his house and restaurant.

      When Foxy needed braces in high school, Francisco didn’t ask for any help from anyone. Instead, he got a third shift job at one of those twenty-four-hour pancake houses on the side to pay for them. He waited until she got her license at sixteen for her first visit with the orthodontist. That done, he got her a job in the kitchen of his restaurant to pay for a car.

      While her peers partied their way through junior and senior year, Foxy spent hers either at school or in the kitchen or studying. All with no adult supervision. It went on like this until she graduated high school and moved on to Arizona State to earn her BS in Criminal Justice. Only on her high school graduation day did her uncle take a day off. He complimented her smile. Braces taken off by then. Teeth in perfect rows.

      He was so proud of those braces.

      Foxy abandoned her old life after that day. They didn’t reconnect until after the pandemic hit. His life’s work fell apart after that. To this day, he’d say he couldn’t explain how he kept his restaurant’s doors open after that hell.

      “I hate to ask.” He waved his hands in front of his face. “I can manage.”

      “How much?” Foxy said, her tone stern now.

      They both knew he needed the money.

      He shook his head and relented. “Six hundred.”

      Foxy reached into her pocket and pulled out a wad of hundred-dollar bills. She counted out ten and handed them over.

      Francisco counted the money. “I don’t need this much.”

      Foxy reached for the door.

      “What is it you do?” Hector said.

      “Real estate.”

      “You get in a lot of fights selling houses?”

      Foxy’s shoulders slumped. She’d done a poor makeup job again. The shiner and the bruising around her neck must’ve shown through. If only someone had taught her this growing up.

      “Some cabrón talking shit. Got a piece of my eye, that’s it.”

      Francisco rubbed the handkerchief over his brow to dry the new beads of sweat. “You’ll never tell me what you do for a living. But watch yourself.”

      “I will.”

      “Why the handouts?”

      Foxy stared at the wall. “I owe you.”

      Her uncle’s shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry about your papa. Your familia.”

      “I better go.”

      “Sí.”

      The person she dreaded seeing smiled at her upon her return to the dining room. He sat in the corner booth with her carved initials.

      “Afternoon, Foxy,” Hector said. He held up his fork. “You ever try the puerco pibil here?”

      “I saw that order in the back,” she said. “Knew I should’ve spit in it.”

      Hector motioned for her to sit. She took a deep breath before she obeyed his command.
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      Hector Alvarez could sell a cherry popsicle to a bride on her wedding day. He used his salesmanship when he recruited her seven years ago. Out of college with her criminal justice degree, Foxy got recruited by the ATF, among other organizations. Turned out they only viewed her as an interpreter. They passed her over for each assignment and job posting that didn’t involve her native tongue. After four years of that, she peaced out. She dreamed of going back to college, getting a law degree to represent desperate families combating immigration into the country. Help that her own family didn’t have.

      Big dream. Cost a lot of money.

      She tended the bar at a seedy little nightclub to pay the bills. Allow her time to realize her dream. It didn’t take long for someone of Hector’s ilk to show up. Ready to recruit her to something else. Foxy recalled their initial encounter as if it had just happened. He approached her at the bar, rubbing his skinny goatee, Foxy thinking he might try to hit on her after he didn’t order a drink. Instead, through the obnoxious techno music’s reverb, he planted the seeds that would lead her into this life that she desperately wanted out of today.

      Foxy converged on Hector’s table and watched him swallow another forkful of shredded pork. She’d only gotten back from her last job hours ago. The guilt of killing one of their own still gnawed away at her gut. She hadn’t even picked Paco up from the kennel yet.

      “How’s Andre holding up?” he said after he took in a mouthful. “In good spirits?”

      Foxy frowned. “That a joke, sir?”

      Hector poked his fork around the plate. “The Stamp Collector finished processing your kills. Your cut should already be in your accounts.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Whenever Foxy reached a point when nothing could surprise her, something like this occurred. Even if Andre betrayed the PMC upon his retirement, he worked with Hector for over a decade. Played a role in showing her the ropes as a rookie, too. All of that ending like this. She’d seen Hector show her dog more respect than he showed Andre just now.

      “He wanted to apologize,” Foxy said.

      Hector chewed on a few bits of pork and shrugged, disregarding the apology. “We ID’d the second kill. Jared Strong. Former merc from the disbanded Dead Zero PMC. He fetched you some extra coin.”

      “What were they doing?”

      “Unclear. But we’ll find out.”

      “Is that why you’re here?” Foxy asked with hopeless optimism.

      Hector reached for his leather satchel next to him. He retrieved a manila folder and slid it across the table’s peeling plastic. Foxy eyed Hector before she snatched the folder. Inside, some white guy’s picture plastered on the front page. Skinny pencil neck and thick, black-rimmed glasses.

      “His name is Brendan Thor,” Hector said. “Independent journalist. The cool kids would call him an influencer.”

      Foxy flipped the first page and skimmed through the man’s bio. Ran a small YouTube channel talking about government conspiracies and reading news headlines providing his own commentary on how this served as definitive proof of the Illuminati or some other nonsense.

      “The clients for this job,” Hector continued. “They are offering an obscene amount. Full squad job. Seventy-five thousand in it for each of you.”

      Foxy’s curiosity piqued. She pressed her index finger on the mugshot. “For him?”

      “That’s right. A powerful group willing to do anything to keep the reporter from exposing them. And an equally powerful counterpart wants to protect this guy so he can expose…whatever they want him to expose.”

      “Which is?”

      Hector leaned back. “Proper clearance.”

      Foxy frowned. “An entire squad of mercs to babysit one reporter?”

      “The faction that wants him dead would’ve hired help. A PMC in our network or some other black operations group all together. We’ll smoke them out.”

      A PMC versus PMC job. Decades ago, the heads of the PMCs created a network to avoid war and eliminate disputes over contracts and payouts. They agreed on a set of bylaws, and when technology allowed, created the Stamping system. Their alliance remained unsteady, but they still managed better this way versus the alternative.

      As a tight network with strict bylaws for associated PMCs, they were still hired guns. This type of situation was bound to occur. Under normal circumstances, other mercenaries in the network received protection. Off-limits. However, in a case of two opposing PMCs hired by opposite sides, all bets were off. Dead Zero PMC met its end going this route when they ran into Scorpion Black on an op in the Middle East a little over a year ago. The typical outcome for these types of encounters, however, was a live-and-let-live approach. Both sides negotiated, agreed, and fought another day.

      Considering the financial stakes for this operation, she doubted it would end with the latter.

      Foxy returned her attention to the dossier. “Where’s the target now?”

      Hector swallowed. “Classified.”

      “Of course.”

      Hector leaned back in his chair and puffed out his burly chest. “You’ll be heading with Tony and the boys to Tennessee. The Thor family owns a cottage deep in the Smokies.”

      “Okay…”

      “We are working with the client on setting up a diversion. We will create an impression that Mr. Thor is heading towards that cottage to complete his story alone in the wilderness.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Right. So, you and the boys will be lying in wait. Ready to ambush whatever force the other side has hired. After that, we’ll secure the package. We leave tonight. Easy money.”

      “No money’s easy,” Foxy said.

      “This will be.”

      “If you say so. Listen, before we leave, I need to see Paco.”

      Hector frowned. “You ought to do the right thing by that dog.”

      Foxy leaned back and folded her arms across her chest. An ache developed inside. She couldn’t deny the accuracy of his statement, no matter how cold. Despite having nothing to offer, she couldn't abandon her pet. Not up for debate. At least, that’s how she justified it. This dark truth caused that buzz inside her to intensify.

      “I’m going to see him,” she said, defiance in her tone.

      “Do what you gotta do. I don’t give a shit. Be at HQ at 1800.” Hector took another bite. “Have you talked with Dee?”

      Dee. Deshaun Leroy. Foxy’s best human friend. Like Andre, he was there from the start. Unlike Andre, when he showed her the ropes, he treated her with respect. They hit it off right away. Dee didn't conform to the men's usual teasing about her gender.

      “Rarely,” she said. Her brow furrowed. “Why?”

      Hector waved his right hand. “No reason. Last I heard, he was working freelance.”

      “That’s what I heard too.”

      Hector stood, wiped his mouth with the tablecloth, and slapped down a hundred-dollar bill. He pulled out another brick of hundreds and placed them on the table for Foxy. No prying eyes in here to see it.

      “Go see your dog,” he said.
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      Foxy walked into the waiting area of the animal kennel. The pungent odor long ago lost its offense. An old lady’s Pomeranian yapped at her as she walked past. She looked over and the old lady didn’t acknowledge her, just stared off into the distance as her rat dog hit the high notes. If it belonged to Foxy, she would have used a shock collar on that thing a long time ago. Upon approach to the front desk, the receptionist, a cute blonde with manicured nails, made eye contact. She didn’t smile. Instead, she focused her attention on her computer’s monitor and pegged away at the keyboard like an artist. Foxy had become infamous here.

      “Hi, Miss Valdez,” she said. “Here to pick up Paco?”

      Foxy frowned.

      “Need us to keep him a few extra days, then?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      The clerk exhaled deeply. She resumed her work on the keyboard. “How long this time?”

      "Mark him down for an extra week. Maybe I’ll be back early, though.”

      “Must be pretty good at your job.”

      “This is the last time for a bit.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Foxy didn’t believe herself, either.

      A few more clicks and an invoice printed out beside the clerk. She gripped it with her soft hand and placed it on the counter. Her eyes never strayed from the computer screen, avoiding eye contact with the negligent dog owner. The weekly rate was burned into Foxy’s memory for the rest of eternity, she didn’t need to look at it to know the amount due.

      “Can I see him?” Foxy asked.

      “Sure thing.”

      The blonde stood and opened the door. Foxy gripped the silver door handle and pulled it the rest of the way open. Loud barks from all the other caged dogs assailed her eardrums. They housed the big dogs in the back. Paco’s cage stood centered in the middle.

      Paco sprang up from his lying position the moment his master rounded the corner. Soft cries, the kind that couldn’t come from a dog his size, wailed from his opened mouth. The ache returned.

      He wasn’t going home. Not today.

      Of all the bad decisions in her life, nothing compared to the guilt of disappointing Paco. The young clerk came from behind Foxy with a thick, black leather leash in her hand. She handed it to Foxy before she opened the cage. As soon as the door popped open, Paco bull-rushed Foxy and damn near knocked her over. She lowered herself to meet him eye-to-eye. Warm licks met her cheeks and lips. Paco forced a smile from her.

      “Settle down, boy,” she said in between the licks. “Settle down.”

      Paco obeyed. As he always did. His ass met the ground, and he awaited his next command. Foxy hooked the leash to the thick chain around his neck. She patted the top of his head before giving him a kiss there.

      “I’ll just be a few minutes.”

      “No rush.” The clerk turned and walked back inside.

      Out in the dog walking area, the intense, dry heat coated her skin. Paco tried to drag her out, but a strong leash tug slowed him down. Without a doubt the best dog in the world. Paco did his business at the edge of the fenced area. A strong, yellow stream of piss splashed the steel fence. His wet nose nudged her shin once finished.

      Paco was the best damn dog. She didn’t deserve him. They first met during her previous life as a civilian, where Foxy volunteered at an animal rescue during her off days. One night, they busted a dog fighting ring. Got a lot of shitheads arrested, which left a litter of puppies homeless. She took pity on them and chose one to take home and give it a chance. Paco. Her one loyal friend. Someone to love and take care of. No longer had she the time to give him. Time he deserved. He was too good for her.

      Foxy stared off into the distance, past the fence. Paco sat down and did the same. Nothing but wide-open desert extended out for miles. They gazed ahead at nothing in particular. Two companions enjoying each other's company in peaceful silence. Right before the powers that be in charge coerced them into parting ways again. They would force Foxy and Paco to part ways forever someday.

      So many nights she stayed up without sleeping, plotting ways she could disappear without a trace. Hector, and whoever else above him that ran the PMCs, would search for her, but for how long? With her legendary status, the price of going rogue would have to be astronomical. Nothing compared to Andre’s small potatoes. Who had the balls large enough to come at her, though?

      Foxy had her chance to break away clean, the right way, two years ago. Her original contract neared expiration. All that it required on her end was walking away. She stayed. A simple reason: the money. Hector always had the perfect offer to keep her involved, as if he read her mind. She signed a new five-year commitment with a damn fine signing bonus. That proved that she had a price, something she tried to deny.

      She peered down and met Paco’s brown eyes. Her fingers stroked the short, chocolate-colored hair on the top of his head. It wasn’t fair what she constantly did to him. Not to a dog as loyal and loving as he. He belonged with someone who could give him the love and time and attention he deserved. She loved him with all her heart but was too scared to find him a better companion. She brought her hand down to his panting mouth. Paco’s wet tongue licked it.

      Love and loyalty to the end. His purpose. A debt she could never repay.
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      Darkness engulfed the room. Save for a small window behind Wade that provided him the slightest amount of light. Enough to confirm daytime, but not brighten the room. They took him at night. Just one night, then? Perhaps a week or longer? It was no use trying to figure out the timeline. It mattered little in his current straits. Being held captive was being held captive, regardless of how long.

      A dank smell of mildew flooded the air and penetrated his nostrils. Pipes leaked all around the damp air. Drip, drip, drip. Like some kind of Chinese water torture.

      Wade tried to move but found his wrists and ankles bound, and the metal chair he sat in was bolted to the floor. Panic set in. He tried to cry out. Nothing escaped his vocal cords. His throat swelled two to three times its normal size. His head went down in defeat. Visions of what could come next served as uninvited guests in his mind.

      A loud whine sounded from the metal door’s hinges before him. Invisible in the darkness. A lone, dark figure entered and stood watch at the doorway.

      The door slammed shut. Footfalls echoed in the vast emptiness. Metal against tile scraped and squealed, which prompted Thor’s body to tense. A pair of black shoes broke against the daylight on the floor and the scraping ceased. An echo boomed through the space when the dark figure slammed the chair on the ground.

      The small amount of light revealed his charcoal eyes with crow’s feet around the sockets. Weathered, leathery skin across the bridge of his nose. Not a single hint of emotion or humanity in his eyes. The rest of his face shrouded in darkness.

      “Call me Smith,” the man said, taking a seat. The soulless voice tone matched his appearance.

      “Smith?” The sudden return of his voice shocked Wade. “That your first name or last name?”

      “Neither.”

      “Why am I here?”

      Smith interlocked his fingers and pulled up his right knee. Let it rest on his left one. The right leg swayed a bit. A clicking sound came from his mouth. Wade’s stomach turned.

      “Are you satisfied with your life right now?” the old man asked, cutting to the chase.

      “The men in my apartment asked me the same. Why send military commandos after a loser like me?”

      Smith pointed a bony index finger. “Ahh, the truth comes out.”

      “That I’m a loser?”

      Smith nodded.

      “My best friends are avatars on social media and video games. I sit at a desk and do what my boss tells me to do to make somebody else rich. No. I’m not the most satisfied person.”

      “I appreciate your honesty.”

      A presence behind Smith attempted to reveal itself. Wade focused his eyes, but nothing to see. His legs shook and his knees knocked into each other. He wanted to go home now. More than anything else they could offer. If their aim had been to instill a life lesson, it worked.

      He remembered the movie Fight Club. A film he’d selected for his weekend film festival. Brad Pitt scared the living hell out of that security guard or whatever and remarked that tomorrow, his breakfast will never have tasted better. He had done him a service. These men had indeed served Wade. Unlike in the movie, Wade believed he wouldn't have the chance to make things right and resume his meaningless existence.

      Every pore in Wade’s body sprung a leak.

      The dark figure said, “We’ll speak again. Soon. Don’t struggle.”

      Wade endeavored to call out to Smith, but his throat swelled as before. His heart pounded so hard in his chest he waited for cardiac arrest to end him. The door cried and echoed when slammed shut. Darkness prevailed.

      Then, a bright light from above illuminated the room in a white glow, which forced his eyes closed. The white walls, ceiling, and floor intensified the light. Two men stood in the shadows. They wore matching snow-white lab coats. The plastic lining reflected the light from above. Wade disobeyed Smith’s final directive. His panic compelled him to struggle with immense fury.

      The one on the left approached with long, sharp tools on a metal tray. His cohort carried a black balaclava. As they inched closer, Wade’s head lightened. Only one hope remained: he would pass out from the shock his panic sent through his system. His body’s defense mechanisms failed him. The balaclava fit over his head snug. It reeked of ammonia.

      Despite his swollen throat, he let out a terrible cry.
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      Heavy rain battered the black cargo van’s roof. The staccato rat-tat-tat soothed Foxy’s nerves while she pulled out her Beretta APX from her drop-leg holster. A press-check revealed a round in the chamber. Clean barrel. Full mag. She rose from the bench and holstered the APX.

      “How many times you gonna check that weapon?” Tony, the unit’s team lead, asked from the opposite bench.

      He flashed his trademark haunted smile. A charming one from an attractive male in his late-thirties. A closer look revealed a different tale. Those of a human being who witnessed—took part in—too much death. Foxy could relate. Her eyes were a carbon copy of his. She repositioned her ass on the bench.

      “One of these days, you’re going to wish you had my OCD.”

      “Just knock it off.”

      Foxy waved a faux salute. “Yes, sir.”

      Two days passed since Hector’s restaurant briefing, and already they neared the target. The van rocked and rolled on the uneven terrain. The freeway long in their rearview, they carried on with the climb up the Smoky Mountains on a narrow sideroad. Foxy shifted her focus to her plate carrier, making sure all her gear remained secured and in the right place. The rough road added a degree of difficulty she didn’t welcome.

      Next to her, Marcus, the second in command, continued his chat about American football with Tony. Her eyes rolled. Back and forth they went about how terrible the Arizona defense had been a few days ago when Carolina handed them their ass. The Panthers started their backup quarterback, for Christ’s sake. Whenever the two shitheads talked football, she tuned them out. Fantasy football, cover three, cover four…

      “I lost a lot of money on that game,” Marcus said.

      Tony smirked. “You want to earn a little of that cash back?”

      Foxy rolled her eyes once more.

      Here they go again.

      With an enthusiastic grin, Marcus leaned forward. “See who scores more toe-tags?”

      “Of course.”

      “Most kills gets what?”

      Tony’s eyes shot up, and he kneaded his chin. “Twenty-five percent.”

      “Pussy,” Marcus said. “Thirty-five.”

      Tony stuck out his hand. “Deal.”

      They shook hands in an embrace. She smirked and shook her head at the two with their bromantic moment. With life and limb already at risk, now they put their bounties up for wager. Foxy couldn’t judge them too hard, though. A time existed when she participated in their games.

      On her first operation with Salvage Corps PMC, she made a wager with Tony and Marcus. Right on the border, through a black operation funded in secret by the US government, Salvage took out a cadre of cartel drug smugglers. The two hadn’t a clue about her past. About what drove her. It all started for her when she witnessed smugglers murder her family in cold blood. She took out so many thugs that night she lost count. Foxy was the clear winner. They never bet against her again after that encounter.

      Tony straightened in his seat as if reading her mind.

      “You want in on this?” he asked.

      “Really, Tony?” Foxy relaxed her posture. “Your pride finally recover?”

      He flashed that charming grin that hypnotized her into doing wild stuff in the past.

      Foxy reached out her hand. “Don’t go crying to Hector after I kick your ass. Again.”

      Tony laughed and slapped her extended hand.

      The van screeched to a halt. Smiles left their faces as they filed out. Time for business. Heavy rain pounded the top of Foxy’s head. Darkness maintained its hold in this early morning hour. Her black combat boots sank in the soft mud as they moved out of the gravel driveway.

      A small light on the front porch flickered. Foxy buried her HK416’s stock against her shoulder. Her gloved left hand formed a stranglehold on the vertical foregrip. She swept the weapon left to right.

      Once they slogged their way through the mud, the squad rounded the corner and advanced to the front porch. Four stone steps up. Tony led the way and, upon arrival on the soaked porch, entered the five-digit code provided for him to unlock the door. The mechanism blinked several times green. Good to go. Tony held up a fist. He stepped to the side, twisted the door handle, and pushed it open. Marcus’s massive frame entered first, his Benelli shotgun held at the ready.

      He shouted the all-clear seconds later. Tony motioned for his team, decked out in matching Crye Precision G4 multicam black tops and bottoms, to file in. Foxy entered last in her sodden tactical gear. She shivered from the icy rain. Tony winked as he moved past her.

      Rain tapped the lifeless cabin’s windows and roof. The front door led into a small living room, shrouded in darkness. Aged wood panels cried out with each step. A lack of any sign of life caused a shiver down Foxy’s back.

      Out of nowhere, all the lights in the cabin illuminated the supposed empty home. Foxy’s eyes burned from the sudden brightness. Footsteps from the dining room groaned the wooden floor.

      An ambush!
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      The Skulls. An elite PMC, the most feared mercenary outfit within the network. They only took the big jobs from the big fish. Having them get the jump on you served as the last thing on earth any mercenary desired.

      A proper expression? Fucked up.

      The Skulls squeezed into the dining room and flipped the table for protection. Tony let his rifle dangle by the sling. The live and let live approach. That’s the power that the Skulls PMC had. The fear they struck was profound enough to get a leader like Tony to lay down his arms. In a calm motion, he moved his right arm down as an order for the others to drop their weapons. Foxy complied, keeping her eyes forward. She hesitated to surrender her firearm with the Skulls standing before her. Given the circumstances, she didn’t have a choice.

      “Hold your fire, men!”

      Tony waited for the leader of this unit to step forward. The Skulls kept their M4s shouldered and were ready to fire upon command. The leader made himself know. The surrounding Skulls operators parted like the Red Sea as he approached Tony, his M4 Carbine over his chest.

      “Who hired you?” Tony asked.

      “None of your concern,” the leader said behind the mask.

      “You here for Brendan Thor, too? Care to make a deal?”

      “No.” A pause. “We’re here for you.”

      In an instant, the entire cabin lit up in muzzle flashes. Tony tried to lift his rifle, but dozens of rounds ripped through him instead.

      Foxy flicked the fire rate switch to full-auto and sprayed. Thirty rounds spit through the barrel in less than two seconds. No time to verify any hits. She took cover behind a leather couch to her right. She jerked free a fresh mag from her plate carrier. Next to her, a comrade’s body tumbled to the floor. Another from behind. The raucous blasts of gunfire rendered her ears useless. All around her, killers for hire paid the price for the violence they waged.

      Fresh mag in the well, Foxy pulled back the charging handle. She shot up from her knelt position. An enemy soldier baptized her with his rifle’s stock. A clean blow to the head. She staggered back, her equilibrium compromised. An empty mag dropped from the enemy’s M4. Her killer slapped in a fresh one and aimed for her head. The room continued to spin.

      He had the shot lined up. From her right, Marcus jumped in front and pumped his shotgun. An empty slug spiraled to the hardwood. Automatic gunfire ripped through him.

      A tidal wave of guilt swept over her. Marcus’s life ended as her human shield. He bought her the precious seconds she needed. She lifted her rifle and emptied another mag. Her would-be killer dropped to the ground. Death and the acrid stench of gun smoke flooded her nostrils.

      She swept her gun around the room. No sound penetrated the tinnitus in her ears. No movement. Ángel de la Muerte the last one standing. Cheating death again. Her legend bound to expand further.

      All these lives ripped away from this world in a matter of seconds. She let loose the HK416 and snatched the loaded APX out of her drop leg holster. She moved forward with unsteady feet. Her head thumped with each beat of her heart. No signs of life. This grim scene reminded her of the many nightmares that haunted her dreams. She…

      Movement to the right.

      Foxy swung her gun in that direction. A black-clad mercenary lay on the ground. Blood flowed from his open mouth. She inched closer, kept the gun trained on the man’s crimson-covered face. Upon closer inspection, she verified the man’s identity.

      Tony.

      She lowered the pistol. Her shaking left hand gripped Tony’s. She stared at his colorless face. Blood continued to pour out of his mouth. Her eyes scanned the body. Crimson leaked from the holes which punched his plate carrier. Zero chance of survival. She raised the pistol. No point in allowing him to suffer any longer. Through his quivered lips, he tried to get out one last word. Nothing came out. His heavy breaths slowed with each inhale and exhale. A cough brought a few more droplets of blood to his lips.

      “Shhh,” she said. “I’m here. I’m not…going anywhere.”

      She aimed the gun like a vet preparing to put down a sick animal. It didn’t come to that. He breathed his last. His listless eyes stared at her. Mouth agape. An entire existence vanished. His consciousness with a one-way ticket to annihilation or Valhalla or wherever. Nobody else would ever experience that warm smile of his.

      She studied the infinitesimal cabin. The cabin looked like a hunter's on the outside, but there were no dead animal heads or carcasses hung like Pulitzer's on the walls. Christian iconography and shredded family photos lined the walls instead. A snow-white dove with “PEACE” inscribed underneath hung over the front door.

      Foxy swallowed the lump in her throat. I’m sorry, she mouthed. With her left index finger, she closed both sets of eyelids. A scowl replaced the sadness on her face.

      Back on her feet, vertigo tested her resolve. She persisted.

      She moved to the bullet-riddled front door and burst through it. Outside, she stumbled on the damp front porch. Blood ran down the gash on her head. Sharp knives stabbed at the broken flesh with each pound of her heart. She did a sweep with the pistol. No contacts.

      At the end of the porch, she lost her balance and tumbled down the four stone steps and landed knees-first in the wet mud. She broke the fall with her hands, her grip on the pistol lost. She tried to catch her breath before a wave of nausea reached its crest in her stomach. Bile burned the back of her throat before it spurted from her mouth. After a deep breath, another wave burnt its way out. She used the black sleeve that covered her right arm to wipe the remnants from her lips.

      She summoned the will to grab her APX and get back up. Pistol high, she turned left and floundered through the mud. Ahead of her now, the two parked cargo vans awaited. Her body fell forward. The lead van’s driver-side door broke the fall, keeping her upright. Droplets of rain fell softly now. Foxy shook her head a few times in vain attempts to cure the dizziness. She yanked hard on the handle and fell on her ass as it swung open.

      Foxy winced while she picked herself up. She held her hand over the throbbing broken flesh on her head. She climbed onto the driver’s seat and tossed the HK416 to the passenger seat. The engine turned over and roared to life with the turn of the key.

      She put the van in reverse and beat it the hell out of there.
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      Arnold Fink climaxed. He cried out in satisfaction before he rolled off the near-breathless woman underneath him. The two devoured one another, sweating and breathless, sharing in one more fit of passion. Fink savored the sweet taste of strawberry daiquiri that lingered in her mouth. Nothing competed with morning cocktails before an early grind session.

      Hunger lingered in her eyes and mouth. She caressed his smooth face. Fink couldn’t help himself. He eyed the big rock on the woman’s ring finger. Right above her wedding band. He smirked, proud that if he wanted to, he could afford her a ring so much more extravagant. Though he had to give props when due. His friend had good taste, no matter how cheap.

      Banging a woman married to his supposed friend only increased the excitement. Lit the flames of his desire to insatiable levels. As if he needed any extra motivation to chase the wild thing he just finished. She had to be his, and now he conquered her.

      Her husband wasn’t even his friend in the grand scheme. More like a business associate that he maintained a friendly enough relationship with so he could check out his wife’s tight ass.

      The woman giggled before she spun off the bed. Fink kept his eyes on that firm ass. Each cheek swayed left to right. Next to the monstrous gold-plated vanity, her undergarments rested on an elegant chair. When she bent over for her bra, Shari reignited the burn in Fink’s chest. He avoided being too aggressive, hoping there’d be more mornings to come. At their next rendezvous, he’d press his luck for two rounds in a single morning.

      For now, he relished another victory. His vast wealth and charm allowed Fink to enjoy any woman he would ever want. Spoken for or otherwise. Obviously, he preferred the ones spoken for. They presented an immense challenge. He pursued this one for the past several months. Little flirtatious nuggets whispered in her ear that made her blush. Texts arrived non-stop, beginning with his admiration for her and escalating to fantasies about one-night stands.

      Soon, they excused themselves at company functions, making things up to be alone together. Their forbidden addiction to each other intensified. Kissing passionately in the women's bathroom or wherever they could touch.

      All that hard work led to this. His victorious moment to take what he desired. He had the freedom that all his wealth and power afforded him. Getting punched by the woman's husband seemed unlikely if they got caught. In peak physical shape, combined with his financial power, he remained untouchable. In his mid-fifties, he believed he hadn’t reached his prime yet.

      He slipped on his boxer briefs after Shari called for him to help with her sundress’s zipper. Regardless of how chilly it had been, he requested she wear this yellow, form-fitting dress. The same one he’d seen her in at a summer function earlier in the year that lit his world ablaze. He lusted after his own hewed good looks from the oversized mirror upon approach.

      Instead of working on the zipper of her dress, he risked it for round two. Why not? He already conquered her, so the attraction faded. By tomorrow, he’d be on to the next challenge. The next notch on his belt awaited. Now he needed to relish the day's catch. He squeezed her ass with a firm grip. She moaned and her back slumped on his bare chest. He moved his hand up her back with a soft touch and imagined the zingers this caused. She turned her head to the side and resumed eye contact. Just before their lips touched, she pulled back, guilt taking hold.

      “I better go.”

      “Of course.” He wrapped her tight in his powerful arms. “When can I see you again?”

      She pecked at his lips. “I’m thinking.” She kissed him. “Soon.”

      Fink zipped up the back of her dress and she spun around and they shared one last moment of passion. Fearing her husband's arrival, she left the room, glancing around. Poor thing.

      Now alone, Fink stretched out his back. A ripple of satisfying cracks reverberated down. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in this elegant bedroom. One of many vast guest rooms in his estate, which he inherited from his dead father, all these rooms blended together. This one had a strange, musty smell. Like a house not lived
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